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Abstract
Conservation and resilience are inextricably connected. Both are concerned with the 
identification and protection of core values in the face of disturbance; both recognise 
the importance of adaptation. Yet sometimes they produce contradictory rather 
than complementary outcomes. The contested landscape of Levuka on the island of 
Ovalau in Fiji is a good example. In this recently listed UNESCO World Heritage Site, 
the conservation of buildings in a colonial port sits at odds with an indigenous culture 
struggling to thrive in a place beset by economic and environmental disturbance. Cyclone 
Winston brought these contradictions to a head, prompting the question: how might 
the tensions between conservation and resilience be reconciled? 
If a culture is to thrive, it must adapt to an ever-growing array of economic, political 
and environmental disturbances. Using a design research methodology, a research team 
analysed the reciprocity between culture and landscape in Levuka and discovered that 
where built fabric needs to be conserved, landscape can act as useful alternative site for 
adaptation. This approach protects built fabric while encouraging culture and landscape 
to co-evolve. It also allows for a quicker response to fast shocks like hurricanes, 
earthquakes and floods while buying time for the slower adaptive cycles of protected 
built fabric. In this way, landscape emerges as a potential middle ground between the 





Then	 in	2016,	Cyclone	Winston	 ravaged	 the	 island	of	Ovalau,	 damaging	not	only	 Levuka’s	
heritage	 fabric,	 but	 also	 much	 of	 its	 port	 and	 harbour.	 Cyclones,	 along	 with	 the	 threat	 of	
rising	 seas,	 pose	 questions	 about	 the	 sometimes-challenging	 and	 contradictory	 priorities	 of	
























role	 within	 the	 community,	 from	 the	 Turaga	 (chiefs)	 to	 the	 Bati	 (warriors)	 to	 the	 Gonedau	
(fisher	people)	(Lagi	2015).	In	the	19th	century,	Lovoni	was	one	of	the	last	holdouts	against	
the	 warlord	 Cakobau,	 who	 conquered	 the	 village	 and	 banished	 the	 inhabitants.	 Cakobau	
eventually	conquered	all	the	Fijian	islands,	declared	himself	king,	but	ceded	the	islands	to	the	
Britain	in	1874	when	he	ran	out	of	financial	resources.	
Land-based	heritage,	called	‘vanua’	 in	Fiji,	plays	a	strong	role	 in	 identity	 in	 indigenous	Fijian	










During	 Cyclone	 Winston	 in	 2015,	 many	 of	 these	 coastal	 villages	 were	 flooded	 or	 severely	










of	 the	Totongo	and	Levuka	Creeks	provided	 the	 largest	opportunity	 for	flat	 land	settlement	
beside	 this	 eastern	 coastline	 of	 Ovalau.	 By	 the	 1850s,	 missionaries	 had	 introduced	 models	
of	private	property	and	Western	architecture,	along	with	Christianity.	The	churches	came	to	







the	 Europeans	 left	 Levuka	 in	 the	post-colonial	 era,	 their	 structures	 and	 spaces	were	 largely	
reclaimed	by	mixed-heritage	descendants	and	native	Fijians.	
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Currently	the	town,	with	a	population	of	about	




years,	 and	 some	 small	 enterprises	 persist	 on	
Beach	 Street.	 Access	 from	 Viti	 Levu,	 the	 main	
island,	is	regular	but	infrequent;	and	travel	from	





of	 the	 heritage	 buildings	 located	 on	 the	 flat	




the	PAFCO	factory	 is	 located.	The	 island’s	main	
road,	which	is	still	the	high	street	in	Levuka,	hugs	





of	 vegetation	 and	 scored	 with	 open	 channels	
that	don’t	always	deal	adequately	with	extreme	
rain	 conditions	 and	 often	 overflow.	 Housing	
extends	up	the	valley	of	the	Totongo	Creek.	All	
of	 it	 is	 surrounded	 by	 luxuriant	 vegetation	 and	
produce	gardens.	The	main	access	roads	also	run	




relations	 over	 the	 period	 of	 its	 settlement’	 are	 the	 basis	 behind	 UNESCO’s	 World	 Heritage	
Listing	(ICOMOS	2013).	Leaving	aside	this	uneasy	pairing	of	‘colonisation’	and	‘exchange’,	the	
act	of	heritage	designation	freezes	Levuka	and	its	fabric	in	time	with	meticulous	detail,	even	
prescribing	 the	 imported	European	paint	 that	must	be	used	on	any	buildings	with	heritage	
status.	David	Harrison	(2004)	documents	that	much	of	the	impetus	for	heritage	designation	










and	floods	easily.	Whilst	 the	UNESCO	evaluation	document	acknowledges	 that	 vulnerability	
is	 likely	to	 increase	with	climate	change,	what	this	changing	context	means	for	Levuka	as	a	
heritage	site	has	not	been	evaluated.	The	UNESCO	application	file	lists	‘coastal	protection	and	



























community	 are	 evident	 in	 the	 town.	 Whilst	 the	 built	 fabric	 is	 obviously	 significant,	 what	 is	














Our	 design	 investigations	 began	 with	 field	 work	 in	 Levuka.	 We	 observed	 daily	 life,	 the	
interactions	between	people	and	place,	the	landscape	and	the	village,	and	colonial	and	post-







on	 the	 ground.	 For	 example,	 studies	 incorporated	 global	 and	 regional	 cyclone	 tracks	 and	
geotectonic	 plates	 and	 their	 impacts	 on	 Ovalau	 and	 coastal	 vulnerability,	 or	 transportation	
and	trade	routes	across	the	Asia-Pacific	region,	and	issues	of	food	imports	and	transportation	
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The	 first	 theme	 considers	 expanding	 the	 definition	 of	 significance	 to	 include	 relationships	
fundamental	to	cultural	life—between	the	local	community,	the	river,	the	markets,	the	schools	
and	the	sports	fields.	The	second	concerns	diversification	of	the	island’s	economy,	reframing	
tourism	 to	capture	 the	growing	global	 interest	 in	 local	 environments	and	 local	 culture.	 The	
third	theme	focuses	on	the	potential	of	infrastructure	to	act	as	a	catalyst	for	the	regeneration	


















suggest	 that	 either	 built	 environment	 or	 the	 local	 environment	 takes	 precedence	 in	 terms	
of	 significance,	 they	offer	 the	perspective	 that	built	 fabric	and	 the	 local	environment	might	
productively	be	considered	interdependent	parts	of	greater	whole.
For	 example,	 one	 of	 the	 designs	 maps	 the	 significance	 of	 Levuka,	 expanding	 it	 to	 include	






















to	 support	 the	 tourism	 industry	and	Ovalau	has	many	abandoned	 farms.	 If	more	 food	were	
produced	locally	this	would	spread	the	risk	inherent	in	relying	on	global	food	markets,	help	to	




There	 is	 already	 a	 nascent	 industry	 in	 Levuka	 in	 the	 production	 of	 artisan	 kava	 and	 beer.	
One	project	 in	 this	 category	explored	 the	potential	 for	 this	 industry	 to	expand	 to	 include	a	





local	 expression	 of	 culture.	 The	 project	 draws	 on	 the	 permaculture	 cultivation	 that	 already	



















The	 route	 also	 provides	 new	 social	 spaces	 for	 communal	 and	 recreational	 use	 including	





HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT | VOLUME 31 NUMBER 3 - 2019 115
would	gradually	 improve	as	 tourist	visits	 increased,	and	 local	communities	could	share	 their	
culture	with	tourists,	and	create	opportunities	for	both	local	and	tourist	trade.

















When	 not	 just	 heritage	 but	 the	 lives	 and	 well-being	 of	 the	 local	 community	 are	 at	 stake,	


















the	field	of	enquiry	 to	accommodate	 them	all.	 The	 shift	 in	 focus	protects	built	 fabric	while	
encouraging	culture	and	landscape	to	co-evolve.	It	allows	for	a	quicker	response	to	fast	shocks	
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Endnote
1	 This	foundation	story	was	gathered	from	a	number	of	sources	including	stories	told	to	us	
by	Epineri	Bole,	and	written	accounts	(Rogoyawa	2001,	Fisher	2000,	Harrison	2004).
